
A radical and pleasurable new installment in the history of porn, Community 
Action Center is a feminist socio-sexual video that centers around the erotics 
of a queer community where, in the filmmakers’ words, “the personal is not 
only political, but sexual.” It pictures a vibrant community composed of artists, 
musicians, writers, dancers and more, who together present a myriad of complex 
gender and sex definitions. Lauren Cornell talks to the filmmakers, Brooklyn-
based artists A.K. Burns and A.L Steiner, about art orgies, the politics of 
pornography and defining a new meaning of community. 

Lauren Cornell
Let’s talk about how Community Action Center began. You said it was 
inspired by porn-romance-liberation films.

A.K. Burns
We were watching a lot of ‘70s gay male porn: James Bidgood’s Pink 
Narcissus, Fred Halstead’s Sex Tool, Sex Garage and L.A. Plays Itself and 
Joe Gages’ Trilogy

A.L. Steiner
The first challenge was to make porn that we liked; we wanted to make 
something that was pleasurable, sexual, artistic and something you 
would watch as a cinematic experience, not just to get off.

A.K. Burns
We wanted to create something that didn’t just focus on the act of hav-
ing sex and instead brought in the level of beauty these older films had, 
where desire, lust and sexuality added up to a holistic image. Another 
thing we started noticing [in these early films] was that there was this 
reference to creative sexuality which is indicative of queer sexuality: 
sex that is not dictated by a set of penetrative acts and that the entirety 
of the body is a sex organ, not just the patches of genitalia and holes.

A.L. Steiner 
We were also inspired by our community: the performers, artists, and 
activists in our lives. Then we started thinking about why we didn’t look 
at porn made in our so-called extended lesbian community. What is 
lesbian porn? What do we look at separately in our lives and what do we 
want to look at together? There was a narrative structure to most of the 
stuff we were interested in but it was mostly made by men and so that’s 
when we came up with idea of porn romance liberation. A.K. started 
talking about the very specific idea of creative autonomy during gay 
liberation versus the politics of second wave feminism. That moment 
was a different experience for biological men and biological women, and 
also trans people who were sort of caught in the middle and less visible.    
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Lauren Cornell
So during that era there was a sort of freedom afforded to gay men be-
cause they were basically ignored by normative culture, whereas women 
are dealing with many more exploitative, fetishising and objectifying 
representations?

A.K. Burns
There’s a real privilege in being able to articulate your sexuality and 
sexual presence without feeling like its being usurped by someone 
else...

A.L. Steiner 
Or being performed for someone else...

A.K. Burns
...for a gaze you’re not interested in attracting. The prevalent sexual 
imagery and vocabulary tends to be created and consumed through a 
phallocentric vacuum. Gay men had a default position of creative sexual 
autonomy; in a way it’s a perverse privilege because it’s a way of being 
completely rejected by heterosexist and heteronormative culture. So 
they could make whatever they wanted. The early works of Barbara 
Hammer, Maya Deren, Carolee Schneemann, Yoko Ono, Valie Export, 
Cosi Fanni Tutti – they’re all artists who contributed to this history, but 
there’s a predominance of gay and straight male imagery, especially in 
commercial and arthouse porn.

Lauren Cornell
Steiner, your photography exists in that space of liberation, of what 
lies outside of that male exploitative vocabulary. But how does C.A.C. 
connect to your work, A.K.?

A.L. Steiner 
A.K. made most of the props.

A.K. Burns
I have a lot of interest in tropes and language around objects and 
unpacking things in a perverse way. Like why are things, shaped the 
way they are, continually inserted into our vaginal consumerist real-
ity? There’s a whole other unspoken level of fetish and its relation to 
ordinary objects that I’m interested in. A.L. operates from a place of 
capturing what exists in the world. She’s very much a documentarian, 
whereas I’m more interested in constructing things. This exists in 
C.A.C. in the way that reality and fantasy mesh and inform each other.

Lauren Cornell
So how did you two initiate the scenes in C.A.C. as a team?

A.L. Steiner 
The way we saw ourselves as directors was extremely collaborative 
so we wanted things to unfold organically, but they were also based 
on what the person brought to the film. We didn’t storyboard. The most 
challenging example of that would probably be the group scene. In our 
minds, we were thinking “every porn has a group sex scene”, so we 
developed it as an art orgy.

Lauren Cornell
How did that scene evolve?

A.K. Burns
We brought tons of stuff to one of the participant’s art studio: paint 
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and clay, canvas, art history books, chocolate, doughnuts, markers, 
watermelons, beer, tape. A lot was inspired by ‘Baby Sew Hoy’, who 
was pregnant. Having the pregnancy in that space inspired people to be 
either a baby or pregnant. A lot of things were made super spontane-
ously. For example, we had beer there and someone thought about 
shot-gunning so that turned into giving head with an exploding beer 
can. Or the clay that became the birthing vagina.

Lauren Cornell
It feels like everything in C.A.C., be it objects or actors, is radiating 
sexuality. Everyone in this community is really hot. I certainly have had 
fantasies about several of the stars before seeing this film and it seems 
like that desire is felt between everyone and everything involved. But did 
that pose new kinds of challenges? Since your stars were not actors, but 
rather friends, ex-lovers and fellow artists, how did you direct scenes 
in which people are amateur and also so vulnerable, being naked and 
taking risks for the camera?

A.K. Burns
That’s a really good question. For example, for the honey scene with 
Pony we went to a secluded field. There’d be moments where we’d ask 
her to do something again, like walk across the field, eat the honey, let it 
drip, hold the crystal and the labrys in the sunlight, et cetra. There’d be 
small directorial interventions, but the whole thing with masturbating, 
it just happened. We never told to Pony to do that. We were just working 
on this honey idea, utilizing erotics and actions, and then it went there. It 
was so intense.

Lauren Cornell
I wonder what Pony was thinking about? It seems that the collaboration 
was pretty hot.

A.L. Steiner 
Pony and I always had a flirtation and I had photographed her before. We 
all have flirtations in our community because we talk about sex openly 
and crush out on each other.

Lauren Cornell
You said it was really powerful that it happened spontaneously. Pony is 
the only one who is alone and it feels like her scene is a symbol for all 
the collective sexual appreciation that’s happening.

A.K. Burns
These people are terrifically inspiring. 

Lauren Cornell
I heard that one thing that really shocked people when it screened was 
the threading scene.

A.K. Burns
Yes, not a lot of people are familiar with threading as a sexual act. 
We’re not saying that all queers do this. For us it is a fetish and it was 
an interesting part of what Pony and Stargëizer wanted to explore. They 
were familiar with that as a practice and explored it as a performative 
experimentation in the video. It became sculptural. 

A.L. Steiner 
One of Annie Sprinkle’s more famous declarations was that if you don’t 
like the porn you’re seeing, make your own. One of the ensuing anony-
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mous comments about our video in an art gossip column was, “I’m okay 
with fisting, but this [threading] was a bit much…” It’s pushing some-
one’s limits, when they say “I’m really open, but you’ve gone a little bit 
over the line”. Queer liberation functions within that frame of dialogue. 
Who dictates your rights, what are your limitations? Who dictates your 
tastes and desires and what do they look like? We’re saying, these are 
representations that come from our community, it’s not a representation 
of all queer people. We made C.A.C. for purely personal reasons and for 
pleasure. We did it for our friends and for us. Lorraine O’Grady distin-
guished between the enabling audience versus the consuming audience, 
where the enabling audience are the people you make things for, who 
support you, who give you criticism. But the consuming audience is 
everyone else. They may love it, they may hate it. Sometimes artists 
make work for both audiences and sometimes for one. 

Lauren Cornell
I think that enabling audience is pretty helpful to have as an artist. You 
need that, don’t you?

A.L. Steiner 
I thrive off that. 

A.K. Burns
I can’t imagine functioning without it. This was made by, for and because 
of the enabling audience. 

Lauren Cornell
Can you describe your representational choices? Did you cast or was it 
just from your community?

A.K. Burns 
It was for the most part just looking at both our close-knit and ex-
tended community for the performers and the musical selections and 
compositions.

A.L. Steiner 
We asked other people to be in it who ended up not wanting to do it. 
Essentially the representation reflects our community, and the willing 
and able.

Lauren Cornell
The film took place in different locations, New York and L.A. Can you 
describe the scene with the woman in the bathrobe running through the 
woods? 

A.L. Steiner 
That’s Crystal Jardin.

Lauren Cornell
Your ex right, A.K.?

A.L. Steiner 
Yeah, there is a bit of ‘shared women’ in this. And that’s something 
important to bring into this interview: the fact that we can have suc-
cessful, loving, creative relationships with our exes and ask them to 
work with us.

Lauren Cornell
I think that’s an important point – that your whole lives are very much in it.

A.L. Steiner 
And we wanted ourselves to be in it, clearly. We’re not there by accident.

A.K. Burns
We’d always talked about being in it, but both of our scenes were filmed 
towards the end.

Lauren Cornell
The scene with Jacques Strap and Pansy Hanks was for me the most 
intimate and hard to watch. I felt that I was a voyeur, inside the bedroom 
of a long-term romance and maybe this is how you actually have sex.

A.K. Burns
Yes, because it was. The fantasy element was a little less and the reality 
element was more, in that scene.

A.L. Steiner 
And that doesn’t generally happen in mainstream porn.

A.K. Burns
Having that level of intimacy genuinely represented is an important 
factor for us. Making that scene was actually a conscious need to fill 
that sort of space. We also wanted to make sure that a perceived ‘butch’ 
character was being topped. But being topped is a position I’ve person-
ally been uncomfortable with, challenged by.

A.L. Steiner 
We were participants, not just directors. We were also vulnerable. For 
me to perform was difficult only because I’m self-conscious. It looks like 
I really celebrate my body but when I look at myself in the mirror, I feel 
all kinds of complicated things that are not generally positive.

Lauren Cornell
But by having you, the artists, the directors, appear in the film it gives ev-
eryone else permission to have those feelings and to also feel vulnerable 
and maybe invest more. Could you imagine not being in it and making it?

A.L. Steiner 
No, that would not feel good or mesh politically with the way art and life 
intersect, which is part of our practice.

Lauren Cornell
I think all of this terrain that C.A.C. covers adds up to a whole new 
vocabulary visual vocabulary around liberation and sex and feminism.

A.L. Steiner 
I’m interested to hear that because I think that our community of 
biological men should be more involved and should have more of an 
awareness around that vocabulary. Gay-identified men seeing our film 
was such a great boon to us. I think that that vocabulary needs to be a 
part of their political reality as well. It shouldn’t solely be our responsi-
bility to have these discussions or talk about women’s sexuality. Even if, 
as one of our close friends said, “Eew!” about the ejaculation scene - it’s 
misogynist and repressive. It’s not that we’re supposed to reject them 
from the community, but it’s like, why do you have those feelings about 
women’s bodies? And women have those feelings about their own 
bodies. That’s even more tragic. Encouraging that is really antithetical 
to our feminist position. I think our community needs to be more in 
touch with their complex feelings – of joy, of repulsion, of attraction, 
of ecstasy – and understand those political ramifications. Audiences 
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A.L. Steiner uses constructions 
of photography, video, instal-
lation, collage, collaboration, 
performance and curatorial work 
as seductive tropes channeled 
through the sensibility of a 
cynical queer eco-feminist an-
drogyne. Steiner is a collective 
member of Chicks on Speed, 
the co-curator of Ridykeulous, a 
co-founder and co-organizer of 
W.A.G.E. Her work is represent-
ed by Taxter & Spengemann.

A.K. Burns uses sculpture, 
video, collage and social actions 
to pervert and exploit codified 
subjectivity. She is a founding 
member of W.A.G.E. (Working 
Artists and the Greater Econ-
omy), co-editor of the annual 
trans-feminist arts magazine 
RANDY, and was artist-in-
residence at Recess Inc. in NY 
last Autumn.

Lauren Cornell is executive 
director of Rhizome and adjunct 
curator at the New Museum in 
New York.

need to participate in viewing complex, challenging representations 
and artists need to create them. Some people said “I want to bring my 
friend but they might be freaked out” and we’d always say, “Please bring 
them”, you know? How other people feel about us is often reflective of 
how we feel about ourselves. 

Lauren Cornell
For me, the film itself is so aesthetically radical within the history of queer 
porn and cinema. It’s touching on these essential issues of women’s 
pleasure and sexuality – long running struggles but in a very different way.

A.K. Burns
A lot of which hasn’t changed that much. Many women know it’s not 
shameful to masturbate but a lot of women still don’t know their bodies 
and engage with them based on externally perceived desires. People 
are extremely critical, even scared, of women’s bodies. The vag is a dark, 
internal, oozy, bleeding, complexly-designed space of infinite possibility. 

A.L. Steiner
The clit is the only human organ, sexual or otherwise, designed solely 
for pleasure, with no presupposition of procreation. But many women 
have never even had an orgasm. It‘s a deeply socio-cultural situation.

A.K. Burns
It was not until I was involved sexually with women that I began to 
understand what I desired, what I wanted sexually.

A.L. Steiner 
One other thing we’ve talked about was how many women watch porn. 
How do women consume porn and, as consumers, what role do we play?

A.K. Burns
There’s this idea that women watch less porn but it’s because they’re 
not interested in what they’re seeing. It’s not because they have less 
capacity for visual intake of sexual imagery; it’s because very little is 
made for a women’s eye and mind.

A.L. Steiner
Women get off in different ways and feel differently about sexuality 
because of all these things we’ve been talking about. Lots more women 
are known for their erotic writings than they are for their filmmaking. 
Things I experienced – Anaïs Nin, Judy Blume, seriously influential 
readings about sexuality written by women – were really different for me 
than seeing porn. It just wasn’t as interesting an option. 

Community Action Center will be screening at Tate Modern in June.
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